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The learning styles of college students have changed 
dramatically over the last decade. Philadelphia Univer-
sity recognizing that change has adapted with lightning 
speed. Indeed, a hallmark of this institution is its ability 
to be the connective tissue between the students and 
their professional lives. That connective tissue is given life 
through the pursuit of purpose-filled knowledge. Indeed, 
we believe that the distinctiveness of a Philadelphia 
University education advances learning in a manner that 
empowers students to become leaders in their fields; 
powered to do what’s currently important and advanced 
in their decision-making abilities to pursue the urgent 
issues on the horizon. 
Teachers are essential to this empowerment. This 
volume reveals how faculty carefully and thoughtfully 
construct learning experiences. They support students in 
the risky business of learning, of facing new challenges, 
of making mistakes and then solving problems with in-
novative and creative thinking. The professional world de-
mands people who are flexible, expect to learn new things 
all their lives and who understand the global nature of the 
world in which we live and work. Our teaching and learn-
ing practices support students as they prepare for this 
new workplace and the rapid pace of change. This volume 
on Best Practices in Teaching reflects the Philadelphia 
University philosophy of Nexus Learning and our commit-
ment to teaching excellence in our Center for Teaching 
Innovation and Nexus Learning, led by founding Executive 
Director (and former Dean of the School of Liberal Arts) 
Marion Roydhouse, Ph.D. We support the development 
of great teaching that is active, real-world, collaborative 
and infused with the liberal arts. We present actionable 
strategies that build exciting and relevant learning experi-
ences for both the teacher and the students. 
All academic disciplines and student life are repre-
sented in this document. It is a testimony to the faculty 
and professional staff’s commitment not only to teaching 
excellence, but also to teaching distinctiveness. Teaching 
02
is about knowing one’s field and knowing appropriate 
and effective teaching strategies for that field. Teaching 
at Philadelphia University is more than communicating 
knowledge particular to one profession or one area. Stu-
dent learning at Philadelphia University reflects our con-
viction that teaching and learning must not be confined 
to one discipline or to the classroom alone, for either the 
teachers or the students. It is key to our success that we 
recognize that effective professional education in the 21st 
century crosses disciplinary boundaries and the physical 
boundaries of learning spaces. While we are not the only 
university that believes in transdisciplinary education, we 
are one of the very few who has a university-wide com-
mitment to it. 
My congratulations to faculty and staff who have their 
effective teaching pedagogies (teaching stories) and 
reflections on the theory and impulse behind their work 
printed here.



























• TEACHING AT PHILADELPHIA UNIVERSITY: CELEBRATING oUR BEST PRACTICES •
Every faculty member at one time or another has 
known the sinking sensation that he or she is just not 
reaching students. Since we entered the profession 
because we love learning and love to facilitate learning, 
blank stares and dull eyes lead not only to frustration, 
but also to disappointment. Paraphrasing Lee Shul-
man, past President of the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching, and a leader in professional 
education, it is one thing to be competent in subject 
knowledge and another thing to be competent in subject 
knowledge pedagogy. 
The examples and ideas expressed in these pages 
come from our own faculty, teaching our own students 
and were developed to expand the tools they use to im-
pact learning. Too often, good techniques and activities 
often are not shared, missing the opportunity to build on 
one another’s ideas and experiment with new pedagogy. 
There seems to be little time and no forum for practice 
exchange and even less opportunity for researching new 
pedagogical approaches. John Lewis comments,
“The choice of innovative teaching strategies 
largely depends on the willingness of an instructor to 
continually test both effectiveness and acceptance of 
a particular technique. Learning has taken place since 
the dawn of civilization and some teaching methods 
have existed just as long. The innovative instructor 
often recognizes that ‘tried’ is but a rearrangement 
of ‘tired.’ However, some teaching practices have 
survived solely because of their effectiveness and 
their demonstrated evidence of strength. Therefore, 
instructors who regard time-honored practices as 
co-ingredients with sparkling innovation usually see 
marked growth among learners who have joined them 
in discovery. Techniques that reward creativity often 
yield subject mastery at the highest level of applica-





















In addition, there can appear to be disincentives for 
sharing practice. As one faculty member noted, we can 
come to a university teaching with a desire that our 
sections succeed better than others. Consequently, if 
we have a technique that works well, we may keep it to 
ourselves. That same faculty member expressed great 
satisfaction when, in time, she learned that sharing col-
laboratively results in even more powerful ideas, as well 
as significant collegial support. Another faculty member, 
Jesse Coale, has found the same support by sharing his 
ideas,
“We continue to try to find the balance between 
experiential learning and boring lectures. Often this 
happens as an organic process — sitting around the 
lunch table when someone presents an idea and it 
gets discussed, finessed and implemented. Having a 
faculty group that is open to new ideas and methods 
is essential to try these different ideas.”
The Best Practice Sampler, composed of just some 
of the approaches evident in our classes every day, of-
fers a way both to share techniques and activities and 
also to celebrate the dedication and creativity of the 
Philadelphia University faculty and staff. In each section, 
loosely organized around our Nexus Learning strategies 
of active, collaborative, engaged, real-world learn-
ing, employing the methods and knowledge learned 
in a study of the liberal arts and sciences, the authors 
have responded to the question,“What do you do that 
makes for effective student learning?” The short pieces 
chronicle many of our best pedagogical practices. They 
show how teachers implement their ideas and beliefs 
















































































































• TEACHING THE LEARNING PRoCESS •














































































































































































































































Course Design: A Common Set of Acceptable 
Behaviors
 For some courses and studios, a formal set of guide-
lines has worked to establish baseline behaviors that 
will carry through over the whole undergraduate (and 
graduate) experience. This handout has been in place 
for a while and is reproduced here as another example of 
how students learn what is expected of them.
 





























• TEACHING THE LEARNING PRoCESS •
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Creating the Learning Community: Encouraging Trial 
and Error
John Lewis




















• STUDENT ENGAGEMENT •









































Working With Everyone: No Protected Seats
Meriel Tulante



























































Calling on Students: Drawing in the Whole Room
Nancy Sorkin






























































































































Stop, Think and Do it Yourself:


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































• oNLY CoNNECT: INTEGRATIVE LEARNING PRACTICES •



































Reading, Writing and Design:
















































• TEACHING THE LEARNING PRoCESS •
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• oNLY CoNNECT: INTEGRATIVE LEARNING PRACTICES •
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Gathering and Integrating Information: 


















































































































• CoLLABoRATIVE woRK •

































































































































• CoLLABoRATIVE woRK •




















































































































































































































































































































































































• CoNSTRUCTING A SEMESTER •
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Teaching gives life to this University: it defines our central purpose and is sustained by 
those catalytic moments of learning, which are continually generated by the interactions of 
faculty and students. The purpose of this collection is to foster a teaching environment that 
builds on our strengths by purposefully sharing our pedagogies and philosophies of teach-
ing. It results from a unique collaboration between faculty, student life professionals and 
administrative staff.
We publish these insights about teaching at Philadelphia University in conjunction with 
the official opening of the Center for Teaching Innovation and Nexus Learning (Kanbar 306) 
and the appointment of Dr. Marion Roydhouse as its inaugural director. 
The underlying purpose of the Center is to nurture teaching approaches that actively 
engage students with the process of learning, integrate real-world problems into the class-
room and use learning strategies that incorporate collaboration and teamwork. Our teaching also nurtures integrative 
abilities by making explicit the ways in which the liberal arts are part of the toolbox for an effective professional. The 
Center’s broader mission is simply to help teachers across the University maximize their talents. I encourage each of 
you to take advantage of this valuable resource and contribute to the Center’s growth.
Randy Swearer, Ph.D.










The Strategic Plan called for us to develop Philadelphia University’s teaching and learning identity that would be our 
signature in higher education. As the various campus teams developed an in-depth analysis of our existing practices 
and our goals, it became clear that we needed a better description than simply our “signature” way of teaching and 
learning. Nexus Learning was the phrase that emerged from focus groups, and the description was adopted by the cam-
pus community in the spring of 2011. In the next year, faculty, student life professionals and administrative professionals 
will continue to define what we prize in our approaches to learning that shape our distinctive identity. Active, collabora-
tive, engaged-learning spaces, real-world connections, learning that is infused with knowledge and insights gained from 
the liberal arts and sciences, are all key parts of the equation. The description below is our working definition. 
What Is Nexus Learning? Philadelphia University’s Teaching and Learning Identity
Nexus Learning, developed at Philadelphia University, is connected learning that recognizes the need to understand the 
intersections between what we learn and how we learn. Intentional pedagogies and integrated-learning opportunities 
characterize a nexus teaching and learning environment. Nexus Learning is active, collaborative, real-world learning 
that grounded in the liberal arts. 
Nexus Learning helps students integrate and connect learning from different facets of their education. In seeking teach-
ing and learning methods that recognize the way our minds actually work, it becomes clear that no part of professional 
education can be compartmentalized. Teaching and learning practices, subject matter and co-curricular programs are 
all carefully integrated. Learning experiences foster an understanding of the human condition, minds that make creative 
connections, and produce innovative thinking. Nexus Learning functions at the intersection of theory, experimentation 
and application. 
When the liberal arts underpin collaborative, real-world, active and engaged learning, students explore the context of a 
profession and understand the ways of thinking that characterize the humanities, social sciences and sciences, as well 
as professional approaches to knowledge. Nexus Learning is a commitment to grounding professional education in the 
liberal arts and sciences. Students know that effective understanding of the world, inspiration for creativity and models 
for leadership can draw from the liberal arts and sciences. 
 
The key to success in the professional world is nimble thinking and a continuous learning process. Also key is the abil-
ity to work with others in collaborative situations that cross disciplinary boundaries. Engineers work with designers, 
financiers with research scientists. As a consequence, students who understand how to learn in multiple ways charac-
terize Nexus Learning. That learning also encourages reflective, analytical thinking, and promotes a climate where both 
students and faculty undertake learning as a joint endeavor, whether it is in the classroom, studio or laboratory. 
Philadelphia University is now a campus deeply rooted in the ideas and practice of what we define as Nexus Learning. 
The PhilaU strategic plan calls for a “signature” learning focus, Nexus Learning, which identifies the University as an in-
novator in professional education. A concrete manifestation of this commitment to learning that crosses the boundaries 
of disciplines and traditional education structures is the new College of Design, Engineering and Commerce. Students in 
the College programs understand how disciplines and professional fields other than their own, think differently and ap-
proach problems with different viewpoints. They also understand how to bridge differences in the pursuit of a common 
goal, using all the combined imaginative and creative skills at the disposal of transdisciplinary groups. 
The Center for Teaching Innovation and Nexus Learning supports the University community as it further molds our 
unique teaching and learning identity.
APPENDIx Two
Signature Learning Action Team (2009 – 2011) 
Members of the team took up the invitation to “help identify ways we can raise campus awareness regarding how 
we teach and the impact our pedagogical approaches have on student learning.” The results of this hard-working and 
enthusiastic group were multifold. Jane Antheil summed up the work of the group in the spring of 2011 pointing out that 
we have a clearer understanding of the critical need for learning roadmaps for the University’s identity, for students, for 
faculty and for the development of high-impact teaching as a consequence of the work of the group. She noted that the 
group concluded that this was especially so for the College Studies piece of the undergraduate programs. 
Objectives met by May 2011: 
• A Best Practices handbook on teaching excellence at Philadelphia University (submissions from 50+ faculty, pro-
gram directors and deans)
• Proposal and implementation plan for the Center for Teaching Innovation and Nexus Learning
• Student focus groups on Signature Learning/Nexus Learning in 20+ classes/co-curricular settings (recommenda-
tion that we need more student profile conversations with faculty at all levels to help inform teaching)
• Presentations given to Schools on the PhilaU student profile
• New faculty orientation developed 
• Recommendations made for teaching assessment and consistency, faculty development,and structural (gover-
nance and administrative) support
• Recommendations made for the role and composition of the Center’s new advisory board,and administrative sup-
port/structures for the Center
• Developed a statement on signature learning and teaching excellence at Philadelphia University, with very lively 
and engaged conversations about the art and science of teaching. Recommendation made that we need to con-
tinue to tap this wisdom, energy and commitment to excellent teaching. Conversations that cross disciplines and 
curricular/co-curricular are especially helpful. Conversations about pedagogical research were particularly helpful, 
but pedagogical research needs much more exploration, clearer definition and structures. 
Signature Learning Action Team Members ( 2009-2011) 
Shana Alston, Student Life
Jane Antheil, Special Advisor to the President
Jean Bail, School of Science and Health
Matt Baker, School of Science and Health
Anne Bower, School of Science and Health
Steve Frumkin, School of Business
Rob Fryer, School of Architecture
Katharine Jones, School of Liberal Arts
Gwynne Keathley, Provost’s Office
Carol Herman, School of Architecture
Mike Leonard, School of Design and Engineering
Vidya Nandikolla, School of Design and Engineering
Vini Nathan, School of Architecture
Lisa Phillips, School of Architecture
Marion Roydhouse, School of Liberal Arts
Tom Schrand, School of Liberal Arts
Aurelio Valente, Student Life
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